42	THE EMPTY QUARTER
As we rode, a small and select deputation of my companions
accosted me to make peace. Look you, they said, 'Ali is not
to blame, he was only shy to pronounce the name of this
place in your presence, out of respect for you. Its name we
all know—a foul name, for they call it Jaub al Hirr.1 'Tis but
the fashion of the Badawin, they give rude names to every-
thing, for they have no shame. I found it difficult to be or
pretend to be shocked, and I laughed aloud at their delicacy.
It was certainly a pretty trait in an unexpected quarter.
By the time we had skirted the cliffs of the western ex-
tremity of the valley not-to-be-named and struck out across a
promontory of the gravel desert which separates it from the
neighbouring depression of Jaub al Ba'aij the painful inoident
had been consigned to oblivion. Up to this time indeed the
conversation of my companions had been astonishingly free
of the broader forms of obscenity, perhaps out of deference to
myself, but in due course such restraints would be thrown to
the winds and there would be free speech among them on all
things, pleasant and unpleasant. Where sex is concerned the
speech of the Arabs is coarse and naked rather than indecent
while, at any rate among the Badawin, the commonest theme
of conversation is, so far as my experience goes, not sex but
food. That is perhaps natural in a hungry land, where the sex-
reflex is simple and without complications though voracious.
Having stopped on the gravel plain for the afternoon
prayer, we came almost immediately to the edge of the cliff
that skirts the northern side of the great estuary-like depres-
sion of Jaub al Ba'aij. Here I called a halt for a leisurely
examination of the scene, but we sent on the main body with
the baggage to select a site for our camp and to pitch the
tents and prepare our dinner. The cliffs on which we stood,
some 30 or 40 feet in height, descend abruptly to the valley-
bottom in which, about half a mile apart, lie the two groups
of wells known collectively as Ba'aij. The valley rises south-
ward and by an easy gradient to low sandy downs extending
to the further cliff, whose extremity to the north-east is
marked by the headland of Khashm al Ba'aij. This feature
lay south-east of our position, and between these two points
1 Hirr -Pudenda mulieris.

